This paper explores the relationship between government debt and private consumption for Malta. In particular, it attempts to find evidence in favor or against the proposition that the consumption behavior of Maltese households follows the Ricardian Equivalence Theorem. The empirical findings from this analysis suggest that household consumption behavior in Malta is not Ricardian. The resulting lack of evidence supporting the presence of a cointegrating relationship between private consumption and public debt indicates that there is no long run relationship amongst these two variables. However, the results obtained from a subsequent application of a vector auto regressive generalized impulse response function suggests that in the short-term a rise in public debt does positively influence private household consumption. This implies that Keynesian theory may be better suited at explaining the underlying behavior of Maltese households in response to changes in the level of public debt, supporting the view that Maltese households, on aggregate, exhibit a myopic behavior with regards to household consumption patterns. This suggests that to an extent, the Government may thus be able to take advantage of the implicit effectiveness of an expansionary fiscal stance to stimulate the economy through higher aggregate consumption, at least in the short run. However, it should be noted that in the case of Malta the non-presence of the Ricardian Equivalence Theorem may not necessarily imply a high level of effectiveness of Keynesian fiscal policy, given that Malta is a small and open economy characterized by a high level of import content in its aggregate demand components. The longer-term implications pertaining to the public debt burden on future generations should be taken into account by policy makers as higher levels of debt could result in an eventual contractionary fiscal stance, which would negatively impact the consumption pattern of future generations.
be repaid and the debt to be serviced (Note 2). Therefore, private savings would increase by the amount of the tax cut, implying that overall consumption remains constant. This suggests that the issuance of government bonds does not have an effect on the net wealth of its households, since although government bonds are a form of an asset for those holding them, they also represent a future liability to tax payers which have to redeem them in a future date (Poterba & Summers, 1987; Seater, 1993) . It should further be noted, that as put forward by Seater (1993) the RET is underpinned by the following set of assumptions. Infinite time horizons, an equal number of children to every parent (no childless families), no liquidity constraints, a single interest rate for consumers and the government, no uncertainty, no income redistribution, no distortionary taxation, no interest rate or growth rate differential, and perfectly rational consumers. These assumptions should implicitly be taken into consideration when evaluating the analysis undertaken in this study.
The German view of expansionary fiscal contraction, as put forward by Fels and Froehlich (1986) and Hellwig and Neumann (1987) suggests that a fiscal contraction resulting from a reduction in government expenditure would lead to an increase in private consumption through lower expected future taxation. However, they note that if this fiscal contraction was to be implemented by increasing taxation, consumers may not expect taxation to be lower in the future and thus aggregate private consumption would remain unchanged.
Various studies have been undertaken over the years attempting to provide evidence for the RET. Seater (1993) notes a number of failed attempts to verify whether the RET does indeed hold for a number of countries. Giorgioni and Holden (2001) provide empirical evidence of the RET through a Vector Error-Correction modelling (VECM) framework for six countries over the period . They also find some tentative evidence of the RET for less-developed countries in another study (Giorgiani & Holden, 2003) . However, the majority of studies fail to find support for the RET. In testing the long-run relationship between private debt and consumption using data for 15 OECD countries, Gogas et al. (2014) also fail to find empirical evidence supporting the RET. Feldstein (1982) also suggests that the RET does not hold for the U.S when analyzing the relationship between public debt and private consumption over the period 1930 -1971 . Drakos (2001 concludes that in Greece, households perceive government bonds as net wealth and accordingly, consumption rises, possibly because of liquidity constraint or myopic behavior. Ismaili et al. (2008) also reject the RET when applied in Malaysia, using 45 years of data up to the year 2006. These studies tend to suggest that the Keynesian or the German view of expansionary fiscal contraction are more appropriate when attempting to describe the effect that fiscal policy has on household behavior. Studies which test the RET for the case of Malta have suggested that there is an absence of complete Ricardian equivalence (Grech, 2000; Gatt, 2014) .
Whether the debt neutrality theorem holds or not has important implications for policy makers. The recent financial crisis brought about several fiscal policy response measures in the euro area. In this respect, increases in government consumption patterns led to significant responses in private consumption, and discretionary fiscal policies led to an increase in annualized quarterly real GDP growth by up to 1.6 percentage points (Coenen et al., 2012) . Applied economic models show the relevant role of government in boosting aggregate demand (Christiano et al., 2011) , although it still depends on certain country-specific characteristics (Hebous, 2010) .
The purpose of this paper is to attempt to provide an additional empirical contribution on the validity of the RET, or otherwise, in the case of Malta by analyzing the long run relationship between public debt and private consumption. The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the data utilized and the econometric methodological framework employed. Section 3 provides a description of the main empirical findings of the study and finally, Section 4 concludes with a discussion on the associated economic implications of the results.
Method

Data
The dataset employed in this study consists of the natural logarithms of government debt and private consumption expenditure for Malta in annual observations, at 2010 constant prices, from 1980 to 2016, compiled from the historical dataset sourced from the Central Bank of Malta. Level data were used for both government debt and private consumption and the nominal series have been expressed in 2010 constant prices by utilizing the Retail Price Index (RPI) as deflator. The RPI was used rather than the Harmonized Index of Consumer Prices (HICP) inflation measure given that data is not available for this index from 1980 to 1995.
Although the RET is more commonly explained in terms of the effect of higher or lower debt on private savings, given the unavailability of data on real private savings in Malta we use real household consumption as a close proxy following Drakos (2001) and Gogas et al. (2014) . This is justified since lower private savings should be reflected into higher private consumption and vice versa, by assuming that household income and wealth remains constant. This study aims to examine the potential short-run and long-run linkages between government debt and private consumption expenditure on the basis of a univariate cointegrating framework.
Over the period under review, the level of real private consumption has increased by more than three times that of the first observation. The macroeconomic background over the years has experienced a number of changes, in composition, contribution to growth and the need of several structural reforms. The stance of fiscal policy was, to a certain extent, swerved around such reforms, investment and infrastructural needs. In return, this had implications on the level of public debt. As the level of public expenditure remains higher than revenue, public debt accumulates, and vice-versa. The first observation in the study, recorded real government debt at around €288 million, whilst the most recent observation stood at around €5029 million; a notable increase.
The 1980s were characterized by a period of restrictive and rather prudent fiscal policy, especially in the earlier period of the decade, when fiscal surpluses were still being registered. This shifted to an expansionary policy in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s. The deficits experienced during this period were partially a result of lower government revenue following the recession of the early 1980s. This period saw the government aiming towards more liberalization of the market, and the promotion of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). The running of year-on-year deficits led to a gradual escalation in the level of public debt, with the rate of annual growth of real public debt between 1987 and 1999 averaging around 20 percent.
Real private consumption was rather stagnant and only increased marginally in the beginning of the 1980s, mainly due to the adverse impact the international recession had on labor market participation, tourism and other externally exposed local markets. Afterwards, substantial increases were registered over the late 1980s and during the following decade. Expansionary fiscal policy may have had an impact on consumption during this period. This was followed by the impact on consumption of the dot-com bubble in the first few years of the 2000s. A major milestone was reached in 2004 where Malta became a European Union Member State and then entered the euro area in 2008. The latter occurred at the time of global crisis of credit, and the sovereign effects this had on some euro area Members. All these factors over time resulted in a rather volatile pattern of changes in both the level of real debt and real private consumption as shown in Figure 1 , which also demonstrates the variables in first differences. The Maltese economy and the stance of fiscal policy has performed better off than most other EU countries following the period of the crisis. The stance of Malta"s fiscal policy was also influenced by the imposition of the fiscal rules enshrined within the EU Stability and Growth Pact (SGP).
The presence of a very high correlation across the absolute values of real public debt and real private consumption amounting to 0.98 was noted. This is to be expected given the persistent upward trend of the two variables and the association of the fiscal stance with macroeconomic developments. Nevertheless, the slope of real public debt in Figure 1 , is steeper than that of real private consumption, with real public debt exceeding the level of real private consumption in the late 2000s. The correlation in first difference points to a coefficient of 0.22, suggesting that changes in each of the variables provides a positive but not a strong link across each other. Such statistics may give an indication of the properties of the two variables, however, a cointegration analysis needs to be performed for a more meaningful analysis of the occurring linkage, impact or otherwise.
One must note that some factors need to be taken into consideration specifically in the case of Malta. The fact that constraint on liquidity has declined drastically over the timeframe of this study, needs to be taken into account. Moreover, there seems to be an apparent brevity of the intergenerational horizon amongst individuals. This is more apparent given the difficulty, even among experts to make predictions, even more so for longer periods of time. This leaves room for further difficulty amongst the general public to predict, and even more to direct a link between the extent of public policy behavior on the extent of savings and consumption. A major contributor to this understanding is the smallness and openness of the Maltese economy, leaving room for more volatility and certain factors exerting a larger impact than would have otherwise occurred in larger countries. Also, a large proportion of Maltese households maintain government debt as a significant proportion of their savings, thus it may be the case that if government issues more debt the effect on savings may be driven by this fact (Note 3). Certain key outcomes affecting our economy and the state of public finances were unpredictable in the past. Gatt (2014) argues that the persistent government budget deficits appear not to have been a major concern for households, possibly, as described in Grech (2000) : "in view of the widespread tax evasion and a common perception that government can run deficits for a long time". A substantial proportion of Maltese households are property owners. This may be one significant factor amongst other alternatives to holding public debt, which may influence the extent of the applicability of the study. 
Methodology
The RET suggests that increases in government borrowing, brought about by high debt levels should generate an increase in private savings. In other words, the extra wealth in the form of bonds, held by households, should be transformed into increased savings, which would imply lower private consumption. Therefore, the hypothesis being tested is that for the RET to hold, we should find evidence of a long run negative relationship between public debt and private consumption. In contrast, finding evidence of a positive relationship, or indeed no long run relationship at all, would imply that the RET does not hold in the case of Malta.
The time-series of the macroeconomic variables included in this analysis are typically non-stationary. As a result, the analysis has to take into account the possibility that public debt and private consumption are cointegrated. A vector time series Y t , which includes two variables y t and x t is said to be cointegrated if there exists a parameter α such that e t = x t -αy t is a stationary process, whereas y t and x t are non-stationary in a univariate series (Granger, 1981; Granger & Weiss, 1983; Granger, 1986; Engle & Granger, 1987) .
There are two main methodologies that are utilized in examining cointegration analysis, which are the Engle-Granger and the Johansen procedure. The Engle-Granger methodology involves examining the residuals from a long-run equilibrium relationship by the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) method. On the other hand, the Johansen procedure utilizes a Vector Auto-Regressive (VAR) model in first differences, which includes lagged variables. As highlighted in both Bilgili (1998) and Shrestha and Bhatta (2018) there are several shortcomings with the Engle-Granger methodology which the Johansen procedure overcomes. Thus, in order to test for a cointegrating relationship between public debt and private consumption, the Johansen procedure is used (Johansen, 1988; 1991; 1995) which also follows the methodology used by Drakos (2001) and Gogas et al. (2014) in their analysis on the RET.
The first step in the Johansen procedure is to estimate a VAR model using level data to identify the appropriate lag length. A VAR is a stochastic process model which factors in the linear interdependencies between various time series. The output of the VAR can be interpreted as several OLS equations.
Where in our case, is a vector of private consumption and public debt, 0 is a matrix of intercept terms, are matrices of coefficients and e t is a vector of error terms. A similar specification was utilized in Gogas et al. (2014) . The optimum lag structure of the VAR is then determined by looking at lag length criteria.
This model can be reformulated into a Vector Error Correction Model (VECM) as follows;
where,
Let π be a matrix of coefficients on the lagged values of the endogenous variables in the reparametrized version of the VAR model. VAR models are used for multivariate time series and their structure is such that each variable is a linear function of past lags of itself and past lags of the other variables. One of the most important advantages of a VAR model, when compared with other structural approaches to time series modelling, is its ability to provide a dynamic specification among all the relationships between variables. The number of cointegrating vectors in the model is equal to the number of statistically significant eigenvalues in the π matrix. Vol. 10, No. 12; Following the Johansen Procedure, the following two test statistics are used; the trace statistic (ë trace ) and the maximum eigenvalue test statistic (ë max ). The former tests the null hypothesis that the number of linearly independent rows (i.e. cointegrating vectors) in the π matrix is at least as great as r against a general alternative, while the ë max evaluates the null hypothesis that the number of cointegrating vectors is precisely "r" as opposed to the (specific) alternative of (r+1). Therefore, the ë max tests the null hypothesis against a specific alternative, whereas the trace statistic tests against a general alternative. It was decided to utilize the ë max for this analysis given that it has a more accurate alternative hypothesis. In the event that the variables do not appear to cointegrate (r=0), the procedure which will be undertaken is that of fitting to the data a VAR in first differences rather than a VECM.
The rejection of a cointegrating relationship is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the failure of the RET (Gogas et al., 2014) . Thus, a VAR model is then typically used to compute a generalized impulse response function in order to investigate the short run dynamics between public debt and private consumption, thereby implicitly testing for the RET. Given that of course, statistical correlation does not necessarily imply causation, Granger causality tests will be conducted following the methodology put forward in Drakos (2001) and Gogas et al. (2014) in order to provide evidence supporting some degree of causation between public debt and private consumption. The Granger (1969) approach to the question of whether "x" causes "y" is to see how much of the current "y" can be explained by past values of "y" and then to see whether adding lagged values of "x" can improve the explanation.
Results
In order to identify the dynamic link between public debt and private consumption, the order of integration of the series was first established utilizing the Augmented Dickey Fuller (ADF) test (Dickey & Fuller, 1979; 1981) . The results, which are shown in Table 1 , indicate that both real consumption and real debt are integrated of order 1, which implies that when differenced once both series are stationary. The necessary condition to test for cointegration requires that both variables share the same order of integration, meaning that both should be differenced the same amount of times to achieve stationarity. The results obtained satisfy this necessary condition, and thus the Johansen procedure can be employed. The VAR lag order selection criteria all indicate that the model should include one lag (Note 4). The lag length criteria referred to here are the sequential modified likelihood ratio (LR) test statistic, the Final Prediction Error (FPE), the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), the Schwarz Information Criterion (SIC) and the Hannan-Quinn Information Criterion (HQ) (Note 5). Table 2 reports the Johansen cointegration test results, which show that when utilizing a lag length of one, the ë max , maximum eigenvalue test statistic rejects the existence of a cointegrating relationship between the two variables at the 5% significance level (Note 6). This provides evidence that public debt and private consumption are not linked together via a long-run relationship, more specifically, they do not share a common stochastic trend. The lack of evidence in support of a cointegrating relationship between private consumption and public debt provides an indication that the RET may fail to hold in the case of Malta. Since no cointegrating relationship is identified, the VECM methodology should not be used, and thus an estimation of a VAR model in first differences is estimated to capture short-run dynamics between private consumption and public debt. It should be ijef.ccsenet.org
International Journal of Economics and Finance Vol. 10, No. 12; noted that the VAR model is a-theoretical which will be employed in the context of this study in order to develop granger causality tests and a generalized impulse response function in order to shed light on the underlying short-run dynamics between private consumption and public debt.
The lag length criteria for the first differenced VAR model all indicate the inclusion of 2 lags (Note 7&8). Despite some of the variables being statistically insignificant, which is to be expected in VAR models (Gujarati, 2009; Enders, 2008) , collectively the regression seem to be significant on the basis of the F-statistic (Note 9).
Next, VAR Granger Causality tests are employed to assess whether causation exists between public debt and private consumption. This test is used to determine how much of the current consumption can be explained by its own past values and to test whether adding lagged values of debt leads to a better explanation. Consumption is said to be Granger-caused by debt, if the latter improves the prediction of consumption. The null hypothesis is that private consumption does not Granger-cause public debt in the first regression and that public debt does not Granger-cause consumption in the second regression. The results are summarized in Table 3 . Given that the p-values are lower than 0.05, we fail to accept the null hypothesis in both regressions. Thus, Granger-causality runs both ways, meaning that private consumption Granger-causes debt, and debt Granger-causes private consumption. In order to assess the implicit short-run dynamics between fluctuations in public debt and the associated impact on private consumption, a VAR generalized impulse response function is carried out in figure 1 in which a positive shock to private debt by one standard deviation is applied (Note 10). The impulse response function suggests that with a positive shock to public debt, private consumption rises in the initial period, but then the response of consumption to the public debt shock dies out and is insignificant following the first three periods. With respect to the implications of this result within the contest of testing for the RET, and also given that economic agents are assumed to be far sighted and rational, in the short-run we would expect that a rise in public debt would lead to lower consumption. This is due to the expectation of higher taxes or lower public sector expenditure in the near future, which would be required to finance the increase in debt. Our result therefore goes against the RET, given that with a positive public debt shock, private consumption seems to respond positively.
The attribution of public debt towards the variance in private consumption is also shown in Figure 1 . Based on the results, public debt seems to explain a large proportion of the variance in private consumption expenditure (Note 11). Nearly 40% of the deviation on private consumption is due to a public debt shock, which remains -.04
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Response of DLN_RDEBT to DLN_RPCONS Vol. 10, No. 12; constant following the third period. This result has to be placed in a context as explained from figure 2 where the shock of debt to consumption declines substantially following the third period and remains relatively low, close to the zero mark for the remaining periods. This enforces the results of the generalized impulse response function in light of the RET, given that there only appears to be a short-term effect on consumption due to a public debt shock. The overall results suggest that the Keynesian theory may be more suitable in explaining the relationship between public debt and private consumption in the case of Malta. Ceteris paribus, a rise in public debt is generally associated with the occurrence of year-on-year budget deficits, implying an expansionary fiscal stance, which according to Keynesian theory should lead to a rise in national income and a consequent rise in private consumption.
Conclusion
This study examines the validity of the RET for the Maltese economy by analyzing the relationship between public debt and private consumption over a period of 37 years, via the application of a univariate cointegrating framework and the resulting application of a VAR generalized impulse response function. The econometric results suggest that the RET may not hold in the case of Malta, which follows the results obtained from similar studies applied to the Maltese economy such as Grech (2000) and Gatt (2014) . The results suggest that in response to a rise in public debt, households may not on aggregate perceive that they will have to pay more in taxes at some point in the future. In fact, one of the most important implications which stems from the failure of the RET relates to the possible rejection of the theory"s assumption of intertemporal linkages across generations. This supports the view that Maltese households, on aggregate, exhibit a myopic behavior with regards to household consumption patterns, as increases in public debt translate into a positive stimulus for consumption expenditure, at least in the short-run. This implies that policy makers can take advantage of the underlying effectiveness of an expansionary fiscal stance in order to stimulate the economy through higher aggregate consumption. Caution is however warranted as in the longer-term this may cause a rise in the public debt burden of future generations, resulting in an eventual reversal of the fiscal stance which would negatively impact the consumption pattern of future generations. One should note, however, that the non-presence of the RET may not necessarily imply a high level of effectiveness of Keynesian policy, this in view of Malta being a small and open economy which is open for trade and in view of the high import content in aggregate demand components. Another factor that needs to be taken into consideration is whether the effect of EU fiscal rules, which imply targets on both government deficit and debt, limits the extent of policy.
The limitations of the study have to be kept into consideration. In particular, the various assumptions employed as discussed in Seater (1993) and data limitations in terms of the number of observations used are to be noted. In addition, one has to consider the apparent brevity of the intergenerational horizon, which becomes more understandable taking into account the poor ability, even among experts, to predict even over several quarters or years, let alone decades. This consideration is more acute in small and therefore more volatile economies, such as Malta. For instance, sources of Government revenue, such as the streams of revenue from EU funds received after the EU accession and the proceeds generated from the Individual Investor Programme (IIP) could not have been predicted several years prior to their commencement.
The analysis presented in this study provides scope for further research both in terms of methodological approach, as well as in terms of the overall data and model specification employed to test for the validity of the RET for Maltese households. The utilization of quarterly data rather than annual, as well as the possible inclusion of other variables, such as personal income (or total wealth), government expenditure, government revenue, and savings (Giorgiani & Holden, 2001; Ghassan, 2007; Oseni & Omola, 2013 ) may shed further light on whether the RET holds for the Maltese economy. Furthermore, alternative methods centered around experimental or laboratory analysis may be employed, whereby simulations of the household"s savings decisions in response to changes in the state of public finances could be observed in order to provide further evidence in favor or against the RET proposition. This experimental approach has already been applied in various studies (Cadsby & Frank, 1991; Ricciuti & Di Laurea, 2003; Meissner & Rostam-Afschar, 2014) , and as noted in Duffy (2016) , given the strong assumptions that are required for the RET to hold, a laboratory may indeed be a more appropriate environment within which to assess the validity of the RET. Note. * indicates lag order selected by the criterion. Note. The number in ( ) indicates the t-statistic.
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